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II.

SWISS SETTLERS OF THE CAROLINA BACK COUNTRY
Saxe Gotha, Swltzers' Neck, the Dutch Fork, & Lexington
Claudette Holliday

The Township Act and Saxe Gotha
The year was 1716 and a lone outpost, the Congaree garrison, located about five miles
below the mouth of the Saluda River and below the Congaree Creek on the western bank of
the Congaree River offered little protection for low country settlements from Indians resisting
the take-over of their homelands. By 1722 the garrison was abandoned.
The Royal government, still in dire need of a protective buffer for low country
enterprise, ordered the Township Act of 1733 to place settlers across the Indian trading path
and deter low country Indian raids. In all there were 11 townships planned with 20,000 acres
of land in each. They were to be situated along the Altamaha, Savannah, Pee Dee, Waccamaw,
Wateree, Black, Santee, Congaree, & Edisto Rivers. The Altamaha eventually became part of
Georgia.
Some of the first to arrive along the frontier were Indian traders. Thomas Brown, with
his brother Patrick of Northern Ireland, was the first to establish trade with the Catawbas,
building a store at Congarees in 1733. In 1735 Swiss bounty settlers began arriving. Among
these settlers were Martin Friday, John Ulric Millier, Jacob Gallman, John Matthias, Jacob
Spuhl, and John Ulric Bachman. The Cherokee Path was soon widened into a wagon road
above Amelia Township to accommodate trade. Further benefiting Saxe Gotha, river
navigation was also begun.
Jacob Gallman describes Saxe Gotha in a letter: "After spending three weeks in
Charlestown we were taken to Congaree. Each person was given axes and a hoe and one half
acre for a home and garden in the town. After that we were given 30 acres of land for each
person, free for ten years and provisions for one year..... there is a river near our place, it
runs down to Charlestown. It is a river full of ships and many good fish. There are many
deer here and traders ride here with 20 or 30 horses with brandy, shot, muskets, plantation
utensils, straps and deer hides .... there would be room for many more people. It is good
country, almost to be compared with Canaan or an earthly paradise."
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The spiritual needs of Saxe Gotha were met by the Rev. Christian Theus, brother of
noted Charleston artist, Jeremiah Theus. He served the people of Saxe Gotha beginning in
1739 through the Revolution. It was during this period that Saxe Gotha built its first church
and school. In 1747 a petition was sent to the Commons House for a church and school with
maintenance for a minister. The Commons House recommended 71 Pounds be paid to Saxe
Gotha from the township funds for this purpose and in 1751 William Baker gave a half acre
of land near Sandy Run for the church.
Indian Resistance in Saxe Gotha
By 1748 there were 200 inhabitants in Saxe Gotha. In 1749 another 250 Palatine
settlers arrived in Saxe Gotha with John Jacob Riemensperger. Many of these Germans settled
above Saxe Gotha in the Dutch Fork between the Saluda and Broad Rivers. Saxe Gotha
Township was located between Sandy Run on the Congaree River on its southern end to
Twelve Mile Creek on the Saluda River on its northern end. The town of Saxe Gotha was laid
out near the old garrison with its front street paralleling the river for nearly a mile. Fort
Fairchild was located on the northern boundary of the township.
The economic life of Saxe Gotha was largely dependent upon the Indian trade. In
1747 Thomas Brown died, but his trade was soon taken up by Herman Geiger and lasted until
Geiger died in 1751. Robert Steill, a member of a Charleston firm, also settled on the
Congaree to trade with the Catawbas after Brown's death.
Another important trader in Saxe Gotha was George Haig. He was killed by Indians in
1748. With the loss of these key men trade shifted northwesterly toward Ninety Six where one
of Geiger's client's, Robert Goudy, continued his Indian trade. With Haig's murder, the
Assembly provided for a second Fort Congaree near Christian Theus' church, St. John's, and
two troops of rangers to patrol the frontier during these dangerous times. The garrison was
maintained for several years.
The Commander at Fort Moore said of the White hunters' skills at the Saluda and
Congaree. that "they are in general very expert woodsmen, but might exceed their orders as
they are little more than White Indians." The chief route to the Cherokees began at Ft.
Moore in the earlier part of the 1700s, but moved toward the Congaree and Santee settlements
with the opening of wagon roads and river navigation.
The Township of Saxe Gotha was a defense success. Passage from the mountains to
the coastal plain had been fortified by a population of sturdy frontiersmen and their families.
The First Church of Switzers' Neck
Zion Church was founded between 1740 and 1750 in Switzers' Neck near the 12 Mile
and 14 Mile Creeks along the Saluda River near the home of John and Godfrey Dreher who
donated land for the church site. The church was incorporated in 1788 after the American
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ZION CHURCH, 1792

REV. JOHN BACHMAN, D.D., LL.D.
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Revolution. Prior to that time land and funds could have been confiscated by the Briti~h
Crown if they had been formally recognized through incorporation.
Prior to 1787 Zion, St. Peter's, and Bethel High Hill were part of the old Saluda
Pastorate. It was at Zion in 1787 German Lutherans and Reformed congregations in the back
country gathered at Zion to form the Corpus Evangelism.
Zion has had three church sites. The first and second were near the Saluda River, the
third building, and current site, was constructed farther up the old Columbia Road in 1922 on
lands donated by Sam and Wilbur Corley and G . C. Ehrhart.
On November 12, 1798, Zion's congregation petitioned the South Carolina General
Assembly to open a ferry across the Saluda River for the convenience of the parishioners
living on the northern side of the river. The congregation also asked for funds for a minister
and school master.
Zion's' parishioners spoke both German and English. Many believed that German
was the language of God and English was that of the devil, and they preferred their sermons
in German.
The Weberite Heresy
It was along the Saluda River at Younginer's ferry the infamous Weberite incident
occurred. At one time, not too many years ago, you could look eastward down the Saluda
River at the Lake Murray Dam and see the remains of old Younginer's Ferry.
Among the devout Reformed congregation of Switzer's Neck was a sect called the
Weberites. The sect was founded by Peter Schmidt at Saluda Fork, and spread into North
Carolina, Maryland, and Virginia sometime before 1760. Jacob Weber and his family lived
across the Saluda River from the site of old Zion Church. Several families of the community
joined with Schmidt and Weber, and "went about uncovered and naked, and practiced the
most abominable wantonness. One of them pretended to be God the Father, another the Son,
and a third the Holy Spirit; and the pretended Father, having quarreled with th~ Son, chained
him in the forest, declared him to be Satan, and finally gathered his gang who beat and
trampled the poor man until he died. The corpse was then thrown upon a burning pile of
wood."
Authorities in Charleston soon learned of the event and Weber was seized and taken to
Charleston where he was tried and hanged. On April 16, 1761, Jacob Weber wrote a letter to
his children before he was executed desiring to "transmit to my beloved children a sketch of
my mournful life." He states, "I, Jacob Weber, was born in Switzerland, in Canton Zurich, in
the County of Knonauer, in the parish of Stifferschwill, and was raised and educated in the
Reformed Church. In the fourteenth year of my life I journeyed with my brother to South
Carolina, leaving my parents; and soon after my arrival lost my brother in death. Thus, I was
forsaken of man, and without father or mother."
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He continues, "And now my children, beloved in the Lord, I must leave this world,
and perhaps behold your face no more in this life. I command you, therefore, to the
protection and mercy of God! Pray without ceasing, learn and read, injure no one willingly
and willfully while you live; labor industriously and faithfully according to your ability. May
God preserve all persons from so great a fall, and trample Satan under foot, for Christ sake,
Amen."
Weber's wife, Hannah, was pardoned and "all traces of this abominable heresy
disappeared, and no descendants of Weber or Schmidt were to be found in the Saluda Fork."
A Settlement Rowing with Milk and Honey
'Taking tea, coffee, and medicine was nothing but pride,' said Andrew Tarrer. His
diet consisted of soup in the morning and milk in the evening, because he 'never needed
anything else.'
Andrew Tarrer' s evening summer drink was probably dabber or buttermilk he kept
in the springhouse or his summer dairy. The summer dairy sat off the ground about three
feet and had a hinged door. His winter dairy was similar, but with ventilation slats. Milk was
by far the favored drink of his community. For special occasions there was apple cider,
persimmon beer, peach brandy, and wine made from native fruit, berries, and grapes. Peaches
were so plentiful many were fed to the hogs. Sweetened tea became a favorite much later.
According to William Summer sauerkraut was the national dish of the Dutch Fork. It
was cooked with pork ribs or backbone and served with dip dumplings. The main meal of
the day was served at noon. The farmer's wife called field hands in with a cow horn - a
tradition brought from Europe.
Pork, mutton, poultry, and beef were preferred meats. But the 'Dutch' farmer always
had his rabbit boxes set and was an excellent hunter.

The occasional cooter found at the

creek was always a cause for jubilation at the dinner table. Meats were cooked over the hearth
fire or in spider ovens which sat among the hot coals and contained deep-dish meat pies or
pastry-filled stews. A favorite stew was liver nips which was made by grinding liver, then
mixing in flour, eggs, suet, onions, and seasonings.· They would then be dropped by the
spoonful into boiling beef stock.
Fruit pies were served as sweets. Stewed apples folded into saucer-shaped pastry and
deep fried were sure to please. Seasonal vegetables were plentiful with a mixture of German,
African, and native varieties. Hopvines were a necessity in the garden. Hopdust was used to
make 'rising powder' by pouring boiling water over the hop flowers, then adding cornmeal
to the strained and dried hops. The dried powder was stored for later use. As an alternative,
Irish potatoes were used to make liquid yeast for sour dough bread.
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The Dutch Ovens of Switzers' Neck
We thought Grandma Minnie was not quite right when she asked Grandpa to bring
the old wood stove back into the house from the ham where it had been stored. Grandma had
been happy cooking with gas, but as the years wore on, the lure of the old wood stove won
out. She preferred the old way of cooking. So it has been with the 'Dutch' housewife for
generations.
The Swiss-German housewife was noted for her cooking. She had many new foods at
her disposal, in addition to ones she brought with her from the homeland.
In the early years of frontier settlement bread, pies, puddings, sweet potatoes, and
roasted peanuts were baked in igloo-shaped outdoor ovens. The first ovens were built of stone
and clay, and later were made with sundried bricks and mortar. Ovens stood four to five feet
tall and would hold a week's supply of baked goods at one firing. This style bake oven was
common in the Black Forest of Southern Germany.
A shed covered the cooking area to prevent a sudden rain from cooling the oven and
drenching the baker. A small arched opening allowed ample access and contained the heat
behind a metal door. To get the bricks hot enough for baking, a fire was built in the center of
the oven using broken fence rails, tanning bars, and cobs. When the desired temperature was
reached, an oak leaf placed inside the oven would curl. The hot coals were raked down and
covered with tin, the vent plugged, and the oven was ready for its delectable edibles. The oven
was fired up once or twice a week, depending on the families needs. In 1930 Clayton
Kleckley, family historian, recollected that the ladies of Switzers' Neck abandoned their
modern kitchens to bake a batch of Christmas fruitcakes. And you know, Grandma Minnie, a
young mother at the time, was probably right in the midst of it all.
Herbs for Healing, Eating, and Drinking
With drugstores practically on every comer today, its hard to imagine how folks
survived without modern-day merchandising. The settlers of Saxe Gotha Township turned to
the woodlands and their own knowledge of herbs and medicine they brought with them to the
frontier. They grew and gathered plants to flavor sausages, treat ailments, or to make teas and
wines. Many plants served dual purposes.
Rosemary, sage, mint, basil, parsley, and garlic were passed down among family,
friends, and neighbors. Plant starts were customarily given to newly weds· as wedding gifts.
Teas made from red pepper, dogwood bark, pine tops and wild mullein were brewed as a cure
for chills. Beargrass boiled in sweet cream was used in a poultice for poison ivy. Sweetshurb
twigs boiled into tea was used to treat measles. The 'Dutch' housewife used bandages soaked
in a brew made from white lily petals steeped in whiskey to heal a wound or cut. Silkwood tea
was considered a cure for rheumatism.
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Dr. 0. B. Mayer was known to have prescribed asafetida (essafittity) for hysterics.

"Give her plenty of essafittity, tell her mammy to whip her three times a day, and keep her
continerly at the spinnin' wheel.,, &safittity powder sacks were also worn around the neck
for inhaling as a preventative.
The common dandelion was brought here from Europe and cultivated as a garden
plant. The tousle-headed weed we know today escaped these early confines and naturalized.
The dandelion puffball was multipurpose: It was used to tell the weather, predict the outcome
of a love match, send loving thoughts, and to dream of a dandelion is said to foretell
misfortune and treachery on the part of a loved one. During the Civil War roasted dandelion
root was used as a coffee substitute. It is one European plant Native Americans readily
adopted.
In the early 19th Century clothing was made from materials grown, dyed, spun and
woven in the home. Yams were dipped in dye-pots filled with boiling liquids made with black
walnut hulls, onion skins, and sumac bark. Powered madder root produced a prized red, while
parsley, indig<?_, and maple bark produced blues and greens. These enduring fabrics made by
early German homemakers can still be found in the Dutch Fork some two centuries later,
attesting to her skills in clothmaking and the durability of her product.
English Comes to the Dutch Fork
The year was 1814. Most of the Dutch Fork and Switzers' Neck all the way to Saxe
Gotha spoke the German language in their homes, churches, and schools. Even those who had
slaves taught them the tongue of the old country. This was a time of transition. The younger
people, those born in the America, wanted to speak English, and they were leaving the
Reformed Church for Lutheranism. This was partly because the early Reformed ministers
were dying out and a new supply was being provided by American Lutheran seminaries. The
Rev. Joseph Wallem of Newberry District was the last surviving. minister of the Unis
Ecclesiastica which was formed some 30 years earlier at Zion Church.
Bethel Church at High Hill was one of the first churches to change to English and was
soon joined by several members from Zion. This group later became St. Michael's Church,
with Godfrey Dreher as its minister, and was part of the North Carolina Synod. The first
communion in English was given on October 18, 1814.
In the spring of 1816 the Lutheran Church in South Carolina held its first
ecclesiastical conference at Bethel Church. The Reverends Charles Stork and R. J. Miller
opened the conference in English, while Godfery Dreher and Michael Rauch addressed
English visitors outdoors. On the second day of the conference the Rev. Shobler delivered his
sermon in German, and preached to African Americans about Christianity. Another meeting
was held at St. Michael's the following Monday at 9 a.m.
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The purpose of the conference was to address several issues which had arisen with the
growth of Lutheranism. It was decided at the conference that children of unworthy members,
who were not expelled, could be presented in the church by their own parents, provided
worthy members acted as sponsors, presenting them at the alter.
Other issues concerned the membership of the enslaved. The question was raised as to
whether slaves should be confirmed or baptized, and whether they should serve a probation
period before being allowed to take communion. The conference also questioned whether
slaves should be at liberty to choose a church or attend the same church as their masters. The
marriage bond was also recognized and strictly enforced.
Advocates of Free Education
Churches held communites together on the frontier. They provided shelter from
danger, a gathering place, and a place to nourish the spirit and mind.
Early ministers often had an enduring influence on their flock. The Rev. Christian
Theus was one of these ministers who served as teacher and shepherd. Abraham Geiger of
Zion Church in the Switzer's Neck was a friend and ally of Rev. Theus. Abraham recorded
his loyalty to the faithful minister on Theus' tombstone: ''This faithful divine labored
through a long life as a faithful servant in his Master's vineyard, and the reward which he
received from the many for his labor was ingratitude.,,
Perhaps Rev. Theus inspired Abraham's loyalty by providing the special education he
needed as a child handicapped by smallpox. Despite his handicap, Abraham learned and
prospered. At his death he was the wealthiest man in the Congarees. Geiger excelled as an
agriculturist, developed vineyards, served in public office, and established the Platt Springs
Academy which was well known for many years as one of the state's finest preparatory
schools.
Geiger supported the school primarily from his own funds which were raised from his
agricultural and business pursuits. The center of his operations was Poor Hopes, his plantation
in Gaston, where he managed a winery, vineyards, cotton gin and press, a warehouse, and a
mill.

Abraham Geiger (July 1, 1770 - January 14, 1841) was the son of John and Ann
Murph Geiger. He was married to Dorothy Kinsler. He served as a major in the War of 1812
and was Lexington's first member of the House of Representatives from 1808 - 1815. He also
served on the Commission of Free Schools in 1811, the year the Public Free School Act
became law.
These first schools were established for the benefit of the state's poor. "Old field
schools,, provided an adequate education prior to the Civil War. Of those who enlisted for
Confederate service, less than 10 percent were unable to read and write. At the beginning of
the war about 20,000 students were enrolled in free schools.

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 1999

9

Swiss American Historical Society Review, Vol. 35 [1999], No. 3, Art. 2

33

In 1868 the free school system collapsed, and was replaced by a corrupt and inferior
Reconstruction school system. Hugh S. Thompson is credited with bringing the school
system out of this post-war confusion by establishing a County Board of Examiners to assure
teacher qualification and a uniform textbook system.
Halfway Ground & School
For traders, farmers, and travelers the Halfway Grounds was a welcome sight. It
provided water, repairs, and a resting place along the well traveled road between Zion Church
-- the ferry crossing -- and Granby (replaced Saxe Gotha) -- the trading post and point where
boats could be taken to the lowcountry with goods to trade. When travelers reached the pond,
they knew they were halfway between Zion crossing and Granby.
In the beginning the resting place was only a pond along the old Indian Trail, linking
the Cherokee nations with the coast. Later, Europeans who settled in the area, used the
Halfway Ground (which is the vicinity of 2700 Leaphart Road, West Columbia, SC) for the
same purposes. There was a blacksmith shop and a cooper located at the stop to repair
farmers' broken barrels as their oxen pulled them along the rolling road to market.
Richard Hampton, great uncle of Gen. Wade Hampton, owned the Halfway Ground
prior to the arrival of Swiss and German settlers who began purchasing the lands to farm.
Sometime around 1800 Mt. Hebron Methodist church was begun, and Martin Hook had a
store. By 1833 the small settlement had a school. George Hook was -the school's first teacher
with 13 pupils.
In 1916 the State Department of Education reported that the Halfway School of
District 32 had grown to three teachers with 105 students, and the school was in session for
140 days a year. The district's annual revenue was $4, 712. 65. A new school was built using
$3,201.25 of 1916's revenue.
Lexington's Lutheran Seminary
It was apparent early in the 1800s that a southern school of theology was needed.
Northern states had two seminaries, Hartwick in New York and Gettysburg in Pennsylvania.
Other denominations were also beginning to establish seats of formal learning to provide a
supply of clergymen nearer home.
The Rev. John Bachman of St. John's in Charleston was one of first to recognize this
pressing need for local seminaries. At this point in history church leaders were beginning to
question whether or not a formally educated ministry was necessary. Rev. Bachman's
persuasive arguments won the day, and 1829 the South Carolina Synod passed without dissent
a resolution establishing a theological preparatory school for boys over the age of ten. The
school was to be called the Classical & Theological Institute of the South Carolina Lutheran
Synod.
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The following year the Board of Directors: Godfrey Dreher, John Bachman, William
Strobel, Stephen Mealy, C. F. Bergman, West Caughman, John Eigleberger, Henry Horlbeck,
Henry Muller, and Major Swygert raised enough money to begin, and in February of 1831
the seminary was ready for its first students at the home of Col. John Eigleberger, Countsville,
Newberry District. The Rev. John G. Schwartz was selected as the schools first professor of
theology.
Unfortunately, the young Rev. Schwartz died a few months later, and a debate arose
over the school's location. In a selection by sealed bids Godfrey Dreher won Lexington as the
next site for the fledgling seminary where it remained for the next 25 years.
The Rev. Dr. E. L. Hazelius replaced Rev. Schwartz as head of the seminary. Dr.
Hazelius, born in Prussia, was educated in the Moravian Church. He previously taught Latin,
Greek and Hebrew at Nazareth Hall in Pennsylvania, but left the Moravian Church when it
refused to sanction his marriage, at which time he joined the Lutheran Church. Hazelius also
taught at Hartwick and at Gettysburg.
By 1834 the seminary had nine young students, and by 1836 its first graduating class.
Those first graduates were: Frederick Harris, Edwin Bolles, Levi Bedenbaugh, David Bernhard,
Henry Stoudemyer, William Berly, Philip Strobel, and Elijah Hawkins.
The Classical Academy and Theological Seminary of the South Carolina Synod
operated in Lexington from 1834 to 1855. Dr. Hazelius died in 1853, and with him went
much of the enthusiasm of the academy. The decline of the school paralleled his failing
health.
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